We review theoretical arguments, research methods and empirical findings of 57 Chinese and English language studies of corporate environmental reporting (CER) in China. The studies reviewed highlight the influential role of the Chinese government in driving change in CER, especially since 2008. They reveal that few of the associations reported in Western capital markets research between company characteristics and CER (other than size and industry) were found in studies of CER in China. Agency theory prevailed in Chinese language studies of CER in China whereas institutional theory was more popular in English language studies.
Introduction
China has been disparaged for seeking dynamic national economic growth at the cost of a deteriorating environment and increasing levels of social inequity (World Bank, 2007) .
These criticisms have drawn close global attention to China's environmental actions to mitigate the effects of climate-change. However, such closer attention has not induced greater understanding by Western accounting researchers of the findings of Chinese language studies of corporate environmental reporting [CER] in China. Very few English language studies of CER in China have drawn on relevant Chinese language studies. This lack of concern seems mildly imperious when juxtaposed against various international admonitions of China (implicitly, if not explicitly) for having a poor record of environmental stewardship.
Furthermore, Western ignorance of Chinese language CER studies sits uncomfortably with the increasingly important role China is being urged to adopt by the international community to ameliorate the effects of global climate-change (Heggelund, 2007) .
This study provides a platform of knowledge and commentary to benefit understanding of CER in China and to enhance appreciation of the social, economic and political functioning of CER research in China. Specifically, we review and compare 57 English language and Chinese language studies of Chinese CER in terms of theoretical bases, research methods, and influential factors. We introduce to the English language accounting literature 28 Chinese language studies of CER published between 1997 and 2012.
The broad ontological stance we adopt stresses the importance of social location, the influence of situational factors (political system, economic environment, and cultural orientation) and understands that some views are privileged over others. In terms of the EuroWestern research paradigms (of positive/postpositive, interpretive and transformative) outlined by Chilisa (2012, pp. 25-41) , the current study has traces of all three paradigms.
However, it seems best located within a transformative paradigm (Chilisa 2012, pp. 35-37) . This is because we introduce (metaphorically at least) 'voices' from a country whose research findings on CER (in the Chinese language) have remained unknown in mainstream Western literature. We seek to 'transform' (however marginally) Euro-Western knowledge systems relating to CER by exposing them to 'the other [Chinese] knowledge [that is] non-Western and [currently] peripheral' (Chilisa, 2012, p.4) . Thus, we seek to be transformative by 'emancipating' knowledge of CER produced in another culture so that it does not remain marginalised.
The following review is also transformative in the sense that it will empower researchers to act in a more informed manner. We believe in the need to recognise, expose and remediate any cultural bias and cultural marginalization that affects the dissemination of scholarly research in accounting. We view the economic [including environmental] activity that accounting reports on, as having many universal aspects. We do not regard knowledge 'ownership rights' in respect of such activity as necessarily vesting in an intellectual hegemony of one 'superior' culture over other [perceived as 'lesser'] cultures.
Many benefits are likely to accrue from obtaining a deeper understanding of China's social and environmental problems and reporting responses: for example, credible and comparable information about environmental pollution policies of Chinese companies will promote environmental transparency, and better inform the world of China's progress in dealing with environmental pollution. The current study makes two major contributions to the development of social and environmental reporting.
First, it promotes informed international dialogue by engaging non-Chinese readers with a large volume of Chinese CER literature that has been published in the English and Chinese languages. This is the first study (to our knowledge) that integrates Chinese language CER research to complement CER research published in the English language. Our assessment of how Western theories and research methods have been applied or misapplied in CER research relating to China should be useful to those who intend to conduct research on Chinese CER. In particular, we draw attention to the inappropriateness of using Western incentive-based agency theory and positive accounting theory [PAT] to frame China-based CER studies. This inappropriateness arises because of the distinctively different and rapidly changing institutional setting in China (Li et al., 2009; Sun and He, 2008) . We call for researchers to consider the Chinese context more thoroughly in order to avoid potentially misleading results (see Fang, 2009; Geng and Pang, 2004; Xu, 2009 ).
Second, this study provides a comprehensive review of the empirical findings of Chinese CER. It allows the 'voices' of local researchers domiciled in China to be heard. Appendixes A, B and C contain information of considerable benefit to teachers and researchers. These appendixes include bibliographic details; information on theory framing, research method, and keywords; and a summary of the findings of each of the 57 papers reviewed. Thereby, we enable non-Chinese readers to better understand the evolution of Chinese CER, including its potential and limitations. Issues identified in this review are also likely to beneficially inform CER research in other developing countries that are addressing competing tensions between economic development and environmental accountability.
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 outlines important aspects of the Chinese socio-political, economic and academic context. Section 3 explains our research method. Section 4 discusses key findings of the English and Chinese language papers reviewed − in terms of theoretical frameworks, research methods and factors influencing CER in China. Section 5 enters some conclusions and recommendations for future research.
Context

The Chinese capital market and Chinese companies
China is the second largest economy in the world. It has strong potential to lead global solutions to climate change. The country is transitioning from a planned economy to a market economy. The Chinese capital market has grown rapidly since its establishment in 1991. The number of listed companies in China has increased from 12 in 1991 to 2494 in 2012 (World Bank, 2013) . A distinctive feature of the Chinese capital market is that many listed Chinese companies are controlled by the Chinese government (Lin, 2001; Scott, 2002; (Hilmy, 1999; Walder, 1995; Xu and Uddin, 2008 ).
China's economic reforms from 1978 have led to the management responsibility being delegated to enterprise managers. Before 1991, all corporations were run by central, provincial and/or local (municipal) governments. They did not disclose information to the general public. However, in 1992, driven by [then] Communist Party of China [CPC] leader Deng Xiaoping's push to develop a market-oriented economy, SOEs were encouraged to separate ownership and management. Managers were given more autonomy to control resources and make enterprise decisions. In 1993, the National People's Congress Standing Committee passed China's first company law (China Company Law 1993) . This law formally designated Chinese SOEs as companies and gave their managers decision making rights. The China Company Law 1993 separated the functions of government and the CPC from business functions. However, in practice, the CPC and the government persisted in being involved with Chinese enterprises (Xiao, et al., 2004; Opper et al., 2002) .
The listing procedure in China was administered tightly by a quota system until 2000.
Often, a listing was alleged to have succeeded because of political favouritism (Opper, et al., 2002, p. 107 ). China's planned economy rendered the political relationships between Chinese companies and the government more complicated than has been assumed generally in Western capital markets research. Chinese companies who help government attain objectives are alleged to have been rewarded with favourable resource allocations.
China's institutional transition from bureaucratic secrecy to openness
The nature and conduct of Chinese companies has been fashioned strongly by the political ideology of the ruling CPC (Ezzamel et al., 2007; Lin, 2001; Scott, 2002; Walder, 1986) . Since the People's Republic of China was established in 1949, the political ideology of the ruling CPC has had a significant effect on China's politics, society and economy (including its accounting). Public policy has been transformed by four CPC leaders : Mao Zedong (1949 -1976 ), Deng Xiaoping (1978 -1989 ), Jiang Zemin (1989 , and Hu Jintao (2002 (Scott, 2002, p. 59) . Thus, economic systems have been reformed whilst political systems have remained unchanged.
Chinese companies were bred in a climate of policy support for institutionalised information asymmetry between the ruling bureaucracy and the general public. Such a policy made it easier for government officials and the CPC to maintain power and political control.
The ability of the Chinese bureaucracy to control the flow of information was valued highly because bureaucratic secrecy suited the needs of a centrally planned economy. However, as the transition to a market-oriented economy proceeded, China's policies of secrecy were challenged, largely because of concerns that institutionalised secrecy would lead to inefficiency and corruption (Horsley, 2007; Hubbard, 2008) . As China's economic reform process has proceeded, provincial and municipal governments have become more than just simple administrative extensions of the central government (Scott, 2002 (Chow, 2008, p.66) .
Nonetheless, growing discontent among the Chinese populace with levels of environmental pollution has been manifest in increased demand for environmental transparency (Pan, 2007) and calls to remove provincial governors who fail to enforce environmental standards supported by central government (Chow, 2008, pp. 67-9) . The ruling CPC and the Chinese central government have been pressured to promote transparency and public awareness of the environmental stewardship of Chinese companies.
China's economic policies for the 11th Five-year National Program (2006 Program ( -2010 (Finamore, 2010) . Many Chinese companies operating in international markets were under pressure to establish a sound reputation for environmental responsibility. Thus, they regarded communication of corporate actions on climate-change, and other environmental matters, to be vital for their future international competitiveness.
Prior to the issuance of OGI 2007 and OEI 2007 there were no authoritative domestic guidelines for public disclosure of environmental information. The public was disenchanted with weakly enforced environmental laws (Pan, 2007) . Thus, environmental law was a poor motivator for companies to control environmental pollution. Additionally, many foreign companies from developed countries adopted heavy polluting manufacturing processes when they operated in China. They were attracted to China by weaker environmental regulations, weaker enforcement regimes, and lower compliance costs than in their home country (SustainAbililty, 2007; Xiao and Mi, 2004) . The legitimacy of Chinese companies' business activities came under increasing challenge -environmental disputes often highlighted the lack of transparency in their environmental disclosures to governments.
Accounting research in the Chinese academic context
Since China's economic reforms began in 1978, the focus of the dominant paradigm in accounting research in China has changed from theoretical to applied (Yang, 2005) . From 1978 to the mid-1980s, China's accounting research focused mainly on conceptual debates, and on management accounting issues. Subsequently, the research focus has shifted to financial accounting, financial management, industry-specific accounting issues, and emerging accounting topics (such as environmental accounting). Until 2008, normative accounting articles comprised about 92% of publications in core Chinese accounting journals (Shao et al., 2010) .
North American accounting literature has had a strong influence on accounting research by Chinese scholars. In the late 1970s and during the 1980s, some American accounting textbooks were translated into Chinese and were prescribed by Chinese universities.
Concurrently, to modernise and improve accounting, the Chinese government encouraged universities to engage in exchange programs with foreign (mostly North American) universities . Many Chinese scholars completed Ph.Ds at North American universities. Upon return to China, they were prone to introduce popular US business research methods and theories to their Chinese peers and students. Not surprisingly, Western (mostly North American) accounting literature began to be cited more frequently in Chinese language accounting research. However, as we explain below, most Chinese studies using Western positive accounting theories were based on Western capital markets experience, and not on the Chinese context (Yang et al., 2008) . Chen, writing in Chinese (2007, p. 3) , reflects this in his conclusion that '… contemporary accounting research in China lack[s] innovation, simply mimics North American research approaches, and fails to capture the unique contextual characteristics of China.'
The pressure on Chinese academics to publish is high. A survey of Chinese academics reported that this pressure was their highest work-related stress factor (Guo et al., 2010) .
Most of the quality Chinese language research into CER is indexed in the Chinese Core Journals Index (CCJI). This is an authoritative academic journal assessment system developed in 1992 by the China National Knowledge Infrastructure Network, the China Academic Journal Network, and the Periodicals Office of Beijing University Library. In 2013, the CCJI listed 13 Chinese language academic accounting journals. Approximately 60% of contributors to those journals are from Chinese universities (Shao et al., 2010) .
Chinese academic journals are subject to a 'review and approval' process by the Chinese government. They must observe 'political correctness' (Yin, 2012) . In recent years, the Chinese government has capped the number of journals. The dominant editorial process, known as the Triple Review System (San Shen Zhi, 三审制, hereafter TRS), was borrowed from the former Soviet Union in 1949. Under the TRS, an academic paper is first reviewed by an editor, then by a specialist editor, and finally by the Editor-in-Chief. Thus, the review process is completed by 'three sets of eyes' within the journal's editorial office. The system differs fundamentally from the 'double-blind peer review' system adopted in the West. (For further differences see Yin [2012] ). Recently, a newly introduced form of TRS incorporates a 'double-blind peer review' process in the specialist editor's review. This new TRS has been well received by researchers because it results in a fairer editorial review.
The emergence of Chinese CER research
In 1981, a prominent paper by Ge called for Chinese accounting researchers to draw on Western accounting theories and research methods ─ and they subsequently did so. A decade later, a pivotal marker in research enquiry into environmental accounting in China occurred with the publication (in Chinese) of 'A new school of thought on Western accounting theories in the 1990s: Green accounting theory' by Ge and Li (1992) . This paper highlighted theories and research approaches used in Western-based CER studies. Subsequently, many Chinese scholars used Western accounting theories in CER research in China. However, many of them failed to address fundamental institutional differences between the West and China.
They did not fully appreciate the loss of meaning when Western theories were translated from English to Chinese. 157: Fair Value Measurements, assumes 'the existence of an efficient (free) market to determine the price of assets or liabilities'; and that transactions are not forced. The assumed efficient market underlying fair value measurement is yet to be established in China: the country is still transitioning from a planned economy to a market economy. Hence, measuring in terms of unmodified fair value in China risks unintended and dysfunctional consequences.
Method
We selected articles for review from three sources: Chinese language CER studies (n = 28); English language studies of CER and corporate social responsibility [CSR] Each paper reviewed was selected using the following three criteria. First, the paper addressed CER practice by Chinese companies. Second, it analysed data for any reporting year after the opening of the Shanghai and Shenzhen Stock Exchanges in 1992. Third, it had at least 100 downloads and at least one recorded database citation. Appendix A provides further details of the 28 Chinese language CER studies selected. The English language papers reviewed included those which addressed the topic of CER (and CSR) in China (see Appendix B). However, because there were few such studies, we extended our selection catchment to include some relevant studies in the English language literature that dealt with
Chinese organisations (see Appendix C). We read each selected paper closely in terms of analytical frameworks, research methods, and distinctive influential factors.
Readers should be mindful that we do not seek to expose the limitations and potentials of CER practice in China. Nor do we propose ways of ameliorating environmental damage in
China. Rather, we identify, assemble, describe, and discuss, a body of CER research literature.
We synthesise what has been done, offer critique on important matters of research process, and set a platform of knowledge and commentary for teaching and research purposes.
Findings
Overview
Here we summarise the corpus of detail (pertaining to the 57 studies reviewed) that is presented in Appendixes A, B and C. Of the 28 Chinese CER studies selected, 26 were published in academic journals listed on the CCJI 2013 across accounting, economics, finance, and environmental science. Eight studies were published in a leading academic accounting journal, Accounting Research; and four were published in China Population,
Resources and Environment, a leading academic journal in environmental science.
Chinese language CER research papers were much shorter on average (about 6 pages)
than English language papers (about 10 pages). Our reading of the corpus of 57 papers, and our knowledge of the Chinese academic context, leads us to conclude that individual Chinese researchers are motivated by a mix of idealism and careerism. Many appear concerned genuinely about the deteriorating natural environment and the increased burden of environmental regulation on Chinese businesses (Li and Xiao, 2002; Wang et al., 1997) . Some are motivated by desire to benchmark China's environmental performance against international measures and to foster good practice in CER (Hu, 2010; Shang et al., 2007; Wu et al, 2008) . Others are keen to promote public awareness of the need for environmental protection and business accountability (Geng and Jiao, 2002) .
Activism in CER research in China was strong before 2005 in publications authored by wellestablished scholars from elite Chinese universities (including Peking University, China
People's University; and Xiamen University).
The English and Chinese language papers reviewed portray CER in China as evolving and maturing. Between 1992 and 2007, CER disclosures in the annual reports of listed Chinese companies increased slowly from a low base (Geng and Jiao, 2002; Xiao and Hu, 2005; Wang, 2008) . A prominent Chinese language CER study by Xiao and Hu (2005) reported that 37 per cent of 1195 Chinese listed companies disclosed environmental information in their annual reports for 2003 (see Table 1 ). The generally low level of CER reported in Chinese language studies is consistent with findings in English language studies (such as by Guo, 2005; KPMG, 2005; SustainAbility, 2007; Syntao, 2007) . Subsequent studies by Zhou and Sun (2006) and Li et al. (2008) reported results consistent with those in Table 1 . absence of necessary technical skills to report environmental information; and concerns about negative political and economic impacts for Chinese companies (Wang, et al., 1997; 1998; Li and Xiao, 2002; Xiao and Mi, 2004) . These findings reinforce the popular view that CER is subject to the social and political context of the country in which the reporting entity operates.
Such an outcome was found in CER and CSR studies conducted in South Africa (de Villiers and van Staden, 2006) ; China ; Ghana (Rahamana et al., 2004) ; Malaysia (Amran and Devi, 2008; Eligido-Ten, 2011) ; and Bangalesh (Belal and Cooper, 2011) .
Chinese CER literature emphasizes the importance of the Chinese government as a powerful political and economic promoter of transparency through CER. Ten out of 28
Chinese language studies reported that the driving force for Chinese CER was the Chinese government. This finding is consistent with English language studies of Chinese CER (Branzei and Vertinsky, 2002; Guo, 2005; Rowe and Guthrie, 2010; SustainAbility, 2007; WWF, 2010; . A similarly strong influence on corporate social reporting was reported to have been exercised by the Malaysian government (Amran and Devi, 2008) .
Between 2008 and 2012 there was rapid growth in public disclosure of environmental information, especially as part of CSR. A frequent empirical focus of many Chinese language studies has been on the performance of companies in polluting industries. These industries have been identified by Chinese environmental protection authorities as comprising mining; metal and non-metal; petrochemicals; pharmaceutical medicine; electricity, coal and gas;
textile, garments and fur; food and drink; and paper and printing. Another feature of Chinese language studies has been their disinclination to focus on matters of assurance, reporting relating to water or carbon, and/or the environmental reporting performance of multi-national subsidiary companies in China.
To the best of our knowledge, no studies published in the English language literature 2008, quality did not improve (Shen and Li, 2010; Wang, 2008) . These inconsistent results can be explained by the lack of consensus on how to measure the quality of CER disclosures.
There are variations in terms of the reliability of the research measurement instrument developed, and the efficacy of using unequal weights to assign scores to different types of information. The lack of consensus has been a long-running contentious issue in social and environmental accounting research internationally. The majority of Chinese researchers have applied unequal weights to disclosures, consistent with proposals of Wiseman (1982) : monetary information = 3, non-monetary (but quantitative) information = 2, and narrative (qualitative) information = 1. Such an approach discriminates against the many qualitative disclosures in Chinese CER (e.g. regarding whether a company has helped facilitate a 'harmonious society') and possibly helps to explain the different assessments of disclosure quality.
In the following section, consistent with our broad ontological emphasis on the importance of social location and situational factors, we discuss reported findings under three headings: macro political and economic context; company characteristics; and internal motivators to engage in CER.
Factors reported to influence Chinese CER
Macro political and economic context
China's political and economic transition has contributed to the changing behavior of Chinese CER. Prior to 2005, Chinese studies reported a low incidence of CER in Chinaexcept for about ten foreign multinational companies and several large Chinese SOEs with overseas operations (Guo 2005; Wang, et al. 1997 Wang, et al. , 1998 Wang 2008) . Although Chinese business enterprises were required to provide an environmental report using a form prescribed by provincial and municipal environmental protection authorities, the information provided was unavailable to the public (Guo, 2005) . Lack of government guidelines (or signs encouraging disclosure of environmental information by Chinese political institutions) discouraged Chinese enterprises from engaging in CER.
Between 2006 and 2007, CER began to emerge in CSR reports issued by large Chinese SOEs, especially those with international operations (Syntao, 2007) . The year 2008 was one of rapid growth of CER reporting by Chinese companies (Bi et al., 2012; Dong et al., 2013; Guan et al., 2013; He and Hou, 2010; Shen and Li, 2010; Syntao 2009; Wang et al., 2012 ) as China's policy shifted from a preference for bureaucratic secrecy to one of openness and information transparency. An important stimulus (discussed earlier) was the Chinese government's release of OGI 2007 and OEI 2007 and its encouragement of CSR reports (Syntao, 2007; 
Company characteristics
Many studies in Chinese and English have tested for associations between company characteristics and CER. Chinese language studies have drawn principally on agency theory and PAT to do so (exceptions are Chen et al., 2010; Shen and Feng, 2012; Xiao and Zhang, 2007; . In contrast, none of the English language studies used agency theory or PAT to examine company characteristics and CER (see Appendixes B and C). In general, most studies inadequately rationalize why and how political and economic contexts influence company reporting behaviour. Their lack of theoretical justification for why particular company (organizational) characteristics are relevant in corporate reporting is consistent with CER research findings internationally (see Gray et al., 2001 ).
There has been consistent empirical support (apart from He and Hou, 2010; for the influence of size, industry membership, and SOE status on levels of CER.
However, in Chinese language studies, the relationship between firm characteristics and CER differs in important respects from similar studies in Western developed countries: for example, those informed by agency theory (Belkaoui and Karpik, 1989) , legitimacy theory (Aerts et al., 2009; Patten, 1991) , stakeholder theory (Roberts, 1992) and institutional theory (Berrone and Gomez-Mejia, 2009 ). Generally, there is little or no support for the following company characteristics that have been identified as significant in those Western studies:
financial leverage, ownership concentration ratio, location of company headquarters, level of profitability (except for Li et al., 2008) , firm age, growth, number of independent directors, number of board of directors' meetings, and dual role of the CEO and chairman. Tang and Li (2008) and Xiao and Zhang (2008) attribute the differences to the underdeveloped and inefficient Chinese capital market. These results point to the inappropriateness of using variables that characterise companies in Western developed countries to also characterise Chinese companies.
Internal motivators to engage in CER
Studies based on surveys and interviews, conducted between 1996 and 2007, principally in the Chinese language, reveal passive overall compliance with Chinese government regulations. They also reveal reluctance by Chinese business managers to disclose environmental information because of cost concerns. This reluctance arose despite the managers' stated recognition of the importance of CER and their obligation to report environmental information to provincial and municipal state governments (see Li and Xiao, 2002; Wang et al, 1997) . Nonetheless, some Chinese managers were more proactive towards CER and regarded environmental disclosure as a way to build a positive image and enhance market position (Wang et al., 1997, p. 45 ).
Concerns about political uncertainty and the potentially negative political and economic effects of voluntary CER were a major disincentive for Chinese business managers to engage in CER (Wang et al., 1997; Zhou and Sun, 2006) . Managers drew attention to the technical difficulties of measuring environmental activities in financial reports, especially in the absence of a designated financial reporting standard on environmental activities (Wang et al., 1998) . Several other studies reported that only a small fraction of income and expense associated with corporate environmental activities was recognized separately (Li and Xiao, 2002, p. 44; Wang et al. 1998; Xiao and Mi, 2004 Many are keener to establish their legitimacy by conforming to international norms on corporate environmental and sustainability reporting.
Theoretical bases
Approximately half of the Chinese CER studies reviewed in both languages did not state their theoretical perspective. Chinese language CER studies relied primarily on agency theory and PAT (see Appendix A). In contrast, institutional theory was applied more frequently in English language studies (see Appendixes B and C). In the elaboration in the following sub-section, we assume readers are familiar with agency theory, PAT, legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory and institutional theory; and with the controversies surrounding them. We focus on how these theories are used in Chinese studies, and the distinctive features of the Chinese context that renders them appropriate or inappropriate.
Agency theory and PAT
Many Chinese language studies invoke agency theory and/or PAT. They apply the same assumptions as Western capital markets studies but do not explain adequately why and how particular company characteristics influence CER in China. In some cases, relationships are assumed as if true by axiom. Explanations of Chinese CER which apply unmodified agency theory and/or unmodified PAT frameworks to China's social, political and economic context, are highly contestable (Li et al., 2009; Sun and He, 2008; (Hofstede and Bond, 1988; Scott, 2002) .
Unlike Western companies, Chinese enterprises are subject to rigid government control.
Many Chinese companies still carry institutional characteristics of their former manifestations as SOEs (Child, 1996, p. 44) . The CPC's continued power to command and control Chinese companies (Opper et al., 2002; 
Legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory
In a Chinese language study of CER, Xiao and Zhang (2008) 
adopted unmodified
Western legitimacy theory to examine the disclosure patterns of Chinese companies in the chemicals industry (in reaction to legitimacy threats posed by the Songhua River pollution accident). They found that the Chinese stock price responded more slowly than in Western developed countries (Deegan et al., 2000; Patten 1992 ) and explained this difference as being caused by inefficient Chinese capital markets. In another Chinese language study, Shen and Feng (2012) found Chinese media attention influenced CER positively. However, they failed to acknowledge the influence of the release of OGI 2007 and OEI 2007 in the year immediately prior to their analysis. The Chinese (mainstream) media is controlled strongly by the Chinese government (Taylor and Shan, 2007; Yin, 2012) . The government's influence through the CPC, and its control of the media, pervades Chinese organizations and society (Opper et al., 2002; Scott, 2002; Walder, 1996) . Increased media coverage of environmental issues can be viewed as demonstrating concurrence with the pro-social objectives of the CPC, and as tantamount to a quest for moral legitimacy. Thus, increased CER disclosures can be viewed as a way of managing a specific stakeholder, the CPC, in an act of pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman, 1995) . If the CPC is the principal audience for CER, then CER disclosures have value in terms of dispositional legitimacy (Suchman 1995) on environmental matters (e.g., pollution). This is because they show companies' affiliation with the policies of the CPC (see Mahadeo et al., 2011, pp.158-161) . 4 Stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory inadequately address the influence of external parties on CER in China. There is a high 'power distance' in Chinese culture: that is, a high level 'to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations [in China] expect and accept that power is distributed unequally' (Hofstede, 1997, p. 28) . This high power distance arises from the Confucian tradition that 'emphasises respect for authority and the importance of maintaining group harmony' (Donald and Jackling, 2007, p. 16) . A high power distance makes it easier to justify the centralisation of power and authority in the Chinese government, to accept the unchallenged position of the ruling CPC, and to eschew notions of democratic accountability.
Institutional theory
Institutional theory has been applied in English language studies of CER and CSR (Appendix B) 5 and in broader analyses of Chinese organisations as they transition from a planned economy to a market economy (see Appendix C). However, this theoretical perspective has been noticeably absent from Chinese language studies. This is curious in view of claims about the relevance of institutional theory to corporate environmental (including sustainability) management and reporting (Hoffman, 1999 (Hoffman, , 2001 Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995; Larrinaga-Gonzales, 2007) ; and the explicit adoption of an institutional perspective in English language studies of Chinese CER (by Branzei and Vertinsky [2002] ;
Rowe and Guthrie [2010] ; ; Zeng et al. [2012] ). We concur with Scott's (2002) view that adopting an institutional perspective when studying Chinese companies (including, presumably, when studying their CER) will provide a better view of economic, social and organizational change in China, and lead to a better understanding of Chinese company behaviour and characteristics. Such a perspective will help to reveal important differences in the influences on Chinese and non-Chinese companies at the economic and political level; the organizational field level; and the individual organization level.
Institutional theory appears well-suited to explaining CER in China: first, in terms of how CER is created, diffused, adopted and adapted over space and time (i.e. institutionalised);
second, in terms of how it can fall into decline (i.e. be de-institutionalised); and third, in terms of why it differs from other social, political and cultural environments. Traditionally, institutional theory has embraced a top-down model, with broad emphasis on how companies respond to institutional pressures of structural conformity and isomorphism. This has promoted critique of the theory for according insufficient attention to the bottom-up influence of individual organisations, and for being weak in explaining variation and change in organisational response to institutional influences (Ball and Craig, 2010; Hoffman, 1999; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2008) .
A notable development of institutional theory has been to incorporate organisations' perceived strategic responses to institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2008) . The focus on forces that lie beyond the organisational boundary, in the realm of social processes (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991) , has been particularly helpful in rendering institutional theory useful in explaining CER in China. Such a focus allows for multiple levels of analysis: from broad political and economic contextual factors, through to management perceptions of institutional pressures, and internal decision-making processes. It enables a broader and longer-term view of organisational and social change. Zeng et al. (2012) have drawn on these advances to examine factors influencing CER in China. Their study advocates use of an advanced form of institutional theory to explain the evolution of CER reporting in China.
Research methods
English language CER research studies relating to China use a wide variety of research methods: face-to-face interviews (Rowe and Guthrie, 2010; WWF China, 2010) ; questionnaire surveys (Branzei and Vertinsky, 2002) ; descriptive content analysis of standalone corporate sustainability reports (ACCA and GRI, 2009; Kolk et al., 2010; Syntao, 2007 Syntao, , 2009 ); CER disclosures on the Internet (Zhang, et al., 2007) ; and quantitative assessments of statistical associations between company characteristics and CER disclosures in annual reports (Zeng, et al., 2012) .
Chinese language CER research studies, particularly between 1997 and 2005, relied strongly on questionnaire techniques to elicit the perceptions of Chinese business managers and accountants (Li and Xiao, 2002; Wang, et al., 1997 Wang, et al., , 1998 Xiao and Mi, 2004 to enable others to understand how the content analysis has been conducted' (Bouten et al., 2011, p. 191) .
Studies using content analysis in English and Chinese languages are dominated by one medium of corporate communication -the annual report. The 'research method' column of Appendixes A and B reveals a heavy concentration on data disclosed in annual reports, especially those of listed companies in polluting industries. Although company annual reports are often the primary source of information to stakeholders, companies have the discretion to use many alternative disclosure communication media (Frost et al., 2005; Unerman, 2000) .
This is an especially important qualifier, given that large companies (including those in China) are now highly disposed to supplement annual reports with stand-alone sustainability reports and CSR reports (see Guthrie et al., 2008) .
Concluding remarks
Studies informed by agency theory and PAT dominate Chinese language CER research.
Although agency theory and PAT recognize the importance of incentives and self-interest in organizational thinking, they ignore the social, cultural and political context in China. They fail to capture how those external influences are incorporated into organizational reporting.
By highlighting the inappropriateness of blindly 'parachuting in' Western theoretical constructs into studies set in China, we seek to raise consciousness of the need to more critically examine the applicability of using Western theories in a Chinese context.
The forces facing Chinese academics in accounting research are institutional in nature.
They include coercive institutional forces exerted by the authoritative Chinese government should identify the company characteristics that are distinctive and relevant to China: for example, the CPC's influence on management decisions at all levels in society (Lin, 2001; Scott, 2002) . We should recognise that the CPC exercises power directly at an organisational level through its control of a company's board of directors ─ and that many senior managers in large Chinese companies are former government officers, appointed by the CPC (Yang, 2002) .
The current study is subject to several limitations that can be addressed in future research.
The study has not reviewed all CER studies in China Child (1994) IT Case study/interviews MGT in CN during the CN's institutional transition Walder (1995) IT Conceptual paper CN's transition to the market has been gradual & partial, with extensive GOV intervention in, & domination of, key product markets. Privatization of existing public firms has been largely absent. Child (1996) IT Case study/interviews MGT in CN during the country's institutional transition. Firth (1996) IT Survey questionnaire Examines the diffusion of MGT accounting practices in CN. The incomplete shift between moral-based & merit-based conceptions of performance in the CN GOV sector has fostered considerable ambiguity, enabling various actors to exercise power in explicit ways.
